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Abstract 
The present work aims at discussing some clinical and methodological issues connected to our work in a Counselling Centre for 
University Students in Italy. 
We will initially give a short account of the history, development and characteristics of the counselling intervention. 
We will subsequently focus on the Italian context, describing the development of University Counselling services in our country.
Then we will present the work that we do within the Counselling Centre of Milan University “Bicocca”. The aspects that we will 
consider are the following: 
- the institutional context; 
- the theoretical framework, methodology, and theory; 
- some data on the clients who came to the Centre (e.g. age, Faculty, provenance, drop-out, main areas of distress, etc.) in the 
first 10 months of activity. 
We will then provide some clinical illustrations and make few conclusive remarks. 
Keywords: Psychodynamic counselling, university setting, psychoanalytical framework, client’s population. 
1. Origin and Developments of Psychological Counselling for University Students 
Counselling intervention was born in U.S.A. at the beginning of XX century, in the area of psychological 
evaluation aimed at academic and professional guidance (Valerio, 1993). In 1905 Frank Parson opened in Boston a 
Counselling Centre for young people who were uncertain about the kind of career they had to embark on. In 1913 
the National Vocational Guidance Association was founded. Ever since its birth, counselling has been characterized 
by a clearly preventive rather than rehabilitative connotation, and its links with educational rather than medical 
contexts. 
Peter Blos (1962), a psychoanalyst expert in adolescence, was the first to set up in 1941 an University 
Counselling Service psychodynamically oriented at the Brooklyn College and to describe its specificities, aims and 
limits. 
The development of counselling took different characters in the North American and British contexts. In the 
United States, the training for counsellors began to assume a psychological connotation in 1949, when the American 
Counselling and Guidance Division organized a conference on the theme of training at the Michigan University 
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(Bordin, 1968) and established areas and limits of professional competence. In the USA counselling is part of 
psychologists’ activities, whereas in UK there is more tolerance towards workers with different professional 
background2. As a consequence, in UK there is no professional register for counsellors. However, the British 
Association of Counselling established some criteria to differentiate counselling from other interventions, ranging 
from befriending to psychotherapy (British Association for Counselling [BAC], 1989). More specifically: 
- befriending offers practical, affective and friendly support to people who live in particular conditions of social 
isolation;  
- advise is another kind of supportive intervention, aimed at offering the client some information and suggesting 
the most appropriate ways to use them; 
- guidance is aimed at exploring many aspects of the problem referred by the client and, on the basis of the 
emerging elements, offering the information and advice most appropriate for his/her situation;  
- counselling skills are those relational abilities that should be part of the professional repertoire of all workers 
involved in the educational, social and medical fields. 
In particular, psychological counselling is defined (BAC, 1989, 1992) as the professional use, regulated by 
principles, of a relationship, in which the client is helped to acquire a better knowledge of himself/herself and of 
his/her own emotional problems, and to sustain his/her emotional growth and the optimal development of his/her 
own personal resources. The final aim is to offer the client the opportunity to live in a satisfactory manner and to use 
his/her own resources. The counselling relationship may change on the basis of the client’s needs, but it concerns 
essentially developmental tasks and it aims at: 
- working out specific problems; 
- taking decisions; 
- facing episodes of crisis; 
- developing personal insights and a better self-knowledge; 
- elaborate the feelings linked to one’s personal conflicts; 
- improving interpersonal relationships. 
Further characteristics that define counselling intervention are: 
- an explicit request by the client; 
- the setting; 
- the adoption of a theoretical frame by the counsellor. 
The next intervention on the continuum is psychotherapy, that aims at purposes of change and cure of individuals 
and requires a different professional training.  
2. Psychoanalytically-oriented counselling 
As mentioned above, one of the requisites of psychological counselling is the adoption of a theoretical frame of 
reference. In particular, the most widespread orientations in the field of counselling are the following (Valerio, 
1993).
Humanistic-rogersian approach. The counsellor establishes with the client a relationship which is non-directive 
and non-interpretative, based on trust and empathy and aimed at listening, clarifying the existing problems and 
reformulating what client says in order to help him to reflect on his own experiences and face new conflictual 
situations. The technique employed is not based on interpretation but on clarification.  
Psychoanalytical approach. The aim is to help the client to acquire awareness of the impact of past experiences 
on present impasses and to support his\her personal resources. The interviews are vis à vis: the duration and the 
number of sessions are established at the time of therapeutic contract. During the interviews great attention is given 
to transference and counter transference dynamics between psychologist and client. These dynamics are used as 
“litmus paper” in order to highlight and reflect on the inner experiences and relational modes adopted by the client 
outside the interviews. 
Cognitive-behavioural approach. It provides the adoption of learning principles to help the client to acquire 
effective response models and extinguish the ineffective ones. By means of operant conditioning techniques which 
are based on the control of the responses’ frequency and reinforcement frequency, the client acquires some 
2
 In Italy there is a similar situation: people with different backgrounds or even not licensed or qualified as psychologist or psychotherapist can 
work as counsellors. 
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behaviours which can be considered “desirable”. By means of techniques based on deconditioning and extinction, 
proper of classic conditioning, emotional reactions and undesired behaviours of the client are modified. 
3. Psychological Counselling in Italian Universities: a support to maturation
Psychological Counselling Centres have been introduced in Italian Universities since 1980s under the influence 
of various factors that we will briefly review here.  
First of all, a renewed interest among social and psychological researchers for adolescents and young adults and 
for the creation of services specifically designed to meet their needs. Adolescents and young adults in fact 
reluctantly refer themselves to centres for families and children, or to mental health services for adults, that are 
mainly intended for patients suffering from full-blown pathologies. 
Another element was the increased awareness of the role performed by emotional factors in favouring or 
hindering learning (Salzberger-Wittenberg, Williams Polacco, & Osborne, 1983), and of the advantage of offering 
psychological services to young people in educational settings, more focused on maturation rather than pathology, 
and therefore more accessible. Similar considerations led to the introduction of Information and Counselling Centres 
in many high schools in the same years (Sartori Ruggenini & Lazzarin, 2009). 
As far as University Counselling centres are concerned, the high drop-out rate in University students3 called for 
the attention of individual professors and/or academic institutions that explored the possibility to set up 
psychological services aimed for students. This factor became more pressing when in 1999, the Ministry for 
Education and Research introduced some measures which compelled University Evaluation Units to provide 
information about quality standards (Turri, 2009). Among the parameters selected are the student satisfaction and 
the presence of initiatives to support educational activities. 
Further critical factors were constituted by last decade’s changes in University’s system, such as the 
liberalization of access to University, policies in favour of disabled and organisation of studies. 
In this regard, Italian University, reformed in 2000, abolished the single cycle structure of four or five years in 
most Faculties and introduced a structure based on two levels: a three year-preparatory level after which the student 
achieves a junior degree, and a second level of two years after which the student achieves a master degree. It is 
noticeable that this system allows the students to get a degree earlier and to enter the job market more rapidly. 
Employment’s rates for newly graduated students are however still poor and unstable. 
4. An overview of University Psychological Counselling Services in Italy 
Counselling centres have considerably increased in number since 1990s; previously such services existed in few 
contexts, such as the University of Palermo (1970s), the University of Pavia (1981), the University of Bologna 
(1983) and the University of Naples (1984). These pilot-experiences however encouraged the progressive institution 
of similar services and promoted a relevant scientific production. In January 2002 the AURAC association 
(Association of University Professors for the development and training in Counselling) was founded, gathering 
University Professors involved in Counselling Services within academic institutions. 
University Counselling Services, which started as isolated realities, have grown considerably in ten years’ time, 
and are at present more recognized by the Ministry of Education. In December 2009, the first Seminar on University 
Psychological Counselling was held, organized by the Conference of Chancellors of Italian Universities. This 
seminar officially formalized these services and allowed to gather updated information about their distribution in the 
country and some of their characteristics. 
Nowadays4, 68 out of 80 Italian Universities have a Counselling Centre for students. The orientations are 
varied: 94% of these Centres has a psychological approach, 4% educational, 3% philosophical, 2% medical, 1% 
sociological. 92% of Centres offers individual interviews, 23% group interviews and 6% phone support. Theoretical 
3 A research carried out by the Faculty of Statistics of the University of Milan “Bicocca” (academic years 2000/2001-2007/08) shows that 23.5% 
of students drop-out in the first year, another 7.6% in the second, 3.7% in the third year and, by the end of the third year out of course, the overall 
drop-out rate is 41% (Marasini, Bagnardi, Disalvatore, Gatti, & Terzera, 2009).
4
 Information available at web: http://www.crui.it/HomePage.aspx?ref=1822 
1154  Adamo Simonetta M.G. et al. / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 5 (2010) 1151–1159
frames, subtended to the psychological interventions offered, are psychodynamic (46%), cognitive-behavioural 
(31%), humanistic (10%), relational (5%) and others (8%). 
The current situation is thus characterized by a strong interest and a need to establish some shared standards, 
concerning the training for counsellors and the evaluation of services. 
5. Recurring problems 
The highest number of requests usually emerges after failing in exams or after the appearance of emotional 
difficulties that interfere with learning, course attendance, sitting exams or final examination. During the counselling 
process, some unresolved conflictual themes may emerge, referring mainly to the following issues: 
- the confrontation with parental expectations and models that sometimes are perceived as overwhelming 
obstacles to the exploration of one’s inclination and to the individuation of personal interests and to the search 
for identity; 
- the separation from home and family, the new network of relations and self-management of space and time 
seem to accelerate changes in the previous psychic organization, perceived as childish and no longer compatible 
with the new self-perception; 
- the exit from the psycho-social moratorium (Erikson, 1968) and the assumption of adult responsibilities is 
hardened by the crisis of job market that offers temporary and unstable jobs; 
- new intimate relationships may reactivate conflicts with the primary figures; 
- distress connected with physical disabilities; 
- crisis due to losses or illnesses in the family. 
6. The Psychological Counselling Centre for University Students (CCPSU) of the University of Milan 
“Bicocca”: foundation and development 
As mentioned above, the project of setting up a Counselling service brought about some resistances which 
considerably delayed its foundation. As a matter of fact, the Counselling service was set up ten years after the 
establishment of the University. The difficulties were connected with: 
- viewing students’ distress as pathological symptoms to be cured in mental health services, rather than 
developmental problems; 
- contrasts in defining the University’s primary task, sometimes considered in a more restrictive way as aiming at 
students education and training, and sometimes seen as aiming at promoting the students’ maturation. 
This debate is not an isolated case as it regards nowadays the most part of educational institutions facing the 
massive social and cultural contemporary changes. 
Nevertheless, since November 2009, our Counselling Centre for University Students (CCPSU) has been 
acknowledged as one of the University Services for students and financed by the University.  
Our Centre is set in a wider network of services, coordinated by the University Guidance Committee. It is 
articulated in two poles, headed by Full Professors of Clinical Psychology. 
These two poles share purposes and features, but refer to different theoretical framework, namely 
psychoanalytical and cognitive. 
6.1. Counselling Centre advertising 
Hence forth, we will focus on the Counselling Service set up in the Faculty of Psychology. 
The Centre was established in March 2009, and was initially funded by the Faculty of Psychology and opened to 
students from this Faculty. 
The Counselling Centre was advertised through: 
- posters, brochures and bookmarks, distributed in the University; 
- presentations in classroom during the lessons; 
- presentations to the Students Representatives; 
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- presentation during the Faculty’s Open days5;
- creation of a web page; 
- distribution of a free Cd Rom. 
6.2. Clinical Offer 
The Centre offers a cycle of weekly individual sessions, lasting 50 minutes. Each cycle encompasses 1 to 4 
consultations; the offer of a follow up after three months is considered case by case.  
The short and predetermined duration reassures young people from the fear of dependence, which is in contrast 
with their own desire of autonomy and self-efficacy. On the contrary, the shortness of the intervention aims at 
promoting the activation of personal resources in order to make a “shared exploration” (Adamo, 1990) of the 
difficulties encountered by the student. 
Wherever psychotherapy is needed, our Counselling Centre refers the client to Psychotherapy Departments of the 
National Health Service. The Centre can also refer the client to other University Services, such as the Guidance 
Service and the Tutoring Service. 
The staff is composed by child, adolescent and adult psychotherapists, psychoanalytically oriented. Great care is 
given to avoid that people involved in academic duties could see clients who could potentially be their students. The 
staff meets weekly with Counselling Centre Coordinator, for clinical supervision and planning. 
7. The theoretical approach: psychoanalytically-oriented brief consultation 
The model adopted by our Centre refers to experiences and theories developed in the 1950’s in the UK, at the 
Young People Counselling Service (Tavistock Clinic) and at the Brent Consultation Centre, in London.
Psychodynamic counselling for late adolescents and young adults is based on some principles (Adamo, 1990), as: 
- self-referral;
- alliance with the adult parts of the client; 
- “centrifugal” use of transference relation, in order to show to the client the nature of relational patterns also used 
outside the counselling setting and how these are experienced; 
- work on separation anxieties. 
The intervention aims at promoting in the client: 
- an increased awareness of most frequently adopted defence mechanisms and their related psychic costs; 
- the internalization of problems, which implies both an increased responsibility and elements of hope derived 
from the chance to modify the quality of one’s intrapsychic and interpsychic relations. 
8. Clients Characteristics 
Up to February 2010, 72 clients self-referred to the Counselling Service of the Faculty of Psychology; 25 of them 
were males (37%), 46 females (63%), the mean age was 22 years, spreading over a range between 19 and 44 years. 
Most clients were enrolled at the Faculty of Psychology (79%), followed, in order of relevance, by the Faculties 
of Educational Sciences (7%), Law (6%), Economics (3%), Maths (3%), Statistics and Sociology (1%): these low 
rates are likely to be due to limited advertising about the CCPSU at Faculties other than Psychology. 
8% of students were freshmen, 6% sophomores, 30% juniors, 14% seniors, 11% were attending their fifth year, 
18% were out-of-course students and 3% were Ph.D. students (data are not available for 10% of students). Table 1 
shows the problems complained by clients when they applied for the counselling. Complaints are divided by 
categories for reasons of clarity, but it should be kept in mind that problems emerged during consultations tended 
most of the times to cut across different categories. 
5
 Open Days are meetings, organized by every Faculty, opened to high school students.  
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Table 1. Main complaints
Main complaints N (%) 
Difficulties with studies 21 (29%) 
Wish for deeper under standing of themselves 12 (17%) 
Psychopathological vulnerabilities 11 (15%) 
Traumatic events (i.e. bereavement, illness) 9 (12%) 
Relationships in the family 7 (10%) 
Relationships with peers 4 (6%) 
“Curiosity” about the service 3 (4%) 
Relationship with partner 2 (3%) 
Difficulties in dealing with professors 2 (3%) 
Psychosomatic disorders 1 (1%) 
Finally, as for the outcome of consultations, 28% completed the cycle of consultation, while 13% of clients 
eventually dropped out. For 28% of clients a follow-up interview was carried out, 15% of clients were referred for 
psychotherapy, and for a further 6% a pharmacological treatment was suggested besides psychotherapy. Finally, 3% 
of clients requested consultation without showing up at sessions, while 7% was referred to another service. 
9. Some clinical vignettes 
We present now some clinical cases, exemplifying the problems presented by the students at the Counselling 
Centre. 
9.1. Anna6
Anna, a 30-year-old Law student attending her fourth year out-of-course, refers to the Counselling Centre for 
failing to pass an examination that she has already tried ten times. Anna describes a series of psychological and 
physical symptoms occurring during the preparation of this exam (chills and tremors, cold sweats, severe anxiety, 
inability to concentrate, memory lapses, difficulty leaving home). 
 Anna describes a feeling of emptiness of mind during the oral examination; this prevents her from reasoning, 
thinking clearly and answering questions. Anna, the youngest of three siblings, is the only one in the whole family to 
have undertaken university studies. 
The feeling of "mental emptiness" described by the student takes place also in the counselling relation. On the 
one hand, Anna delegates to the counsellor the reflective function, expecting from her the immediate and magical 
solution to her problems. On the other hand, the counsellor experiences in the transference a sense of stillness and 
powerlessness, perceived as "hopeless" and unchangeable. 
However, the opportunity for the counsellor to recognize and experience the feelings of the client, without 
identifying totally with it, enables her to survive this state of mind and keep the possibility of thinking. 
In the space of the consultation chance is given to explore more thoroughly the various meanings of the exam for 
Anna: the last step before graduation and thus to the separation from her family, the possibility of an independent 
life desired and feared, the concern to be “too old” for the job market, the desire to make her parents proud but at the 
same time an unconscious and conflictual desire to deprive them of this satisfaction. 
It seems, in fact, that the academic block represents for Anna a "preventive failure " (Danon-Boileau, 1992) that 
defends a part of the Self by the realization of desires and fantasies perceived as unacceptable (for example, to be 
the first in her family to graduate). 
6
 According with Italian regulation on privacy (Law 196/2003), students that refer to the Counselling Centre complete and sign an informed 
consent allowing data entry and storage. In order to ensure students confidentiality the names have been changed. 
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Although partial, the regained awareness allows a beginning of regeneration of the activities of thought and 
reasoning blocked when the consultation started. 
At the end of the cycle of consultation Anna informs the counsellor she has finally passed the exam. 
9.2. Luca 
Luca is a 23-year-old student from Colombia, enrolled at the fourth year of Law School. He refers to the 
Counselling Centre complaining a problem in managing anger and aggressiveness: Luca describes episodes related 
to his lack of control and violent reactions towards his mother and his girlfriend. These behaviours appeared six 
years ago, but lately they became more frequent and alarming. 
During the consultation Luca describes in details some incidents where he couldn’t control anger towards his 
mother. A microanalysis of such episodes highlights the client’s will to restrain from becoming violent, whereas, at 
a certain point, acting prevails over reflection.  
It emerges that rules are a central topic in loosing control. The student has developed a strict regulatory system, 
and every little deviation causes feelings of out-of-control anger. 
In the counselling room Luca reproduces these feelings of anger through aggressive acting outs against the 
setting: he comes to the first appointment half an hour late. On the other side, he is very restrained and doesn’t 
convey any sign of disappointment as the counsellor tells him that the session, that lasted just fifteen minutes, is 
ended. On the one hand, thus, the consistent delay represents an aggressive attack to the setting, preventing the 
emergence of analysable contents. On the other hand, facing a frustrating situation, as that of a fifteen minutes 
session, leads to the emergence of a characteristic pattern: some conflictual topics are untouchable, as if Luca was 
afraid that, confronting these points, explosive and destructive aggressive drives and feelings of anger would be 
awoken.
Another hard-to-reach issue emerges in the proceeding of the work: the absence of the father. Luca’s mother, in 
fact, dismissed the father some years ago. The student, thus, took his father’s place in some aspects of family life 
management. At the same time, the mother enacts with Luca the same relational schemas used with the former 
husband, with constant threats of expulsion and devaluing attitudes.
In this case also, Luca shows an extreme difficulty in approaching how he experiences the father’s absence and 
the implications regarding the identification with an adult masculine role. 
The counselling experience, therefore, allowed to analyze the dynamics of aggressiveness and its causes. 
Confronted with his difficulties in touching emotions that are too disruptive and with the subsequent failures in 
emotional regulation, Luca reached a partial acknowledgement of his explosive functioning.
Through the connection between a) transference dynamics related to the student’s delays with the subsequent 
impossibility of experiencing frustration – highlighted during the consultation as a here and now example of Luca’s 
functioning – and b) the detailed description of aggressiveness and its causes, it was possible to achieve a partial 
awareness of the defensive use of rules. Luca, for the first time, realized how rules protect him from difficulties in 
handling experiences that lead to violence explosions, inhibiting reflection.  
At the end of the interviews, psychotherapy was suggested as a chance to explore the issues and to help Luca to 
find more mature ways of coping with his aggressiveness. 
9.3. Sara 
Sara, a 24-year-old sophomore, contacted the Service via email asking for consultation without mentioning any 
particular reason. During the first session, she told the counsellor she had been having troubles at university for 
approximately the last 6 months: “I find myself staring at the pages of the university book, but my mind is 
elsewhere”.
Following a hint from the counsellor, Sara describes the circumstances when her difficulties started and, 
hesitating at first, she tells that her older brother had committed suicide 6 months before.  
Sara is the youngest of 5 siblings and her brother Ugo was the second born. As the age gap between them was 
relevant, Sara used to consider him “almost as a father, a model who has always inspired me as I grew up”. She tells 
the counsellor: “He was not only a brother for me, he was a model: he never complained, he never talked about his 
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own problems, his face was always serene and smiling, he always put others first, not himself. We couldn’t have 
expected him to be so desperate”.  
Sara admits that Ugo’s suicide left a deep mark on her as she could see some similarities between herself and her 
dead brother. Like him, Sara tends to hide her difficulties from others, to lie to her parents and boyfriend about her 
efforts at school and her fake achievements.  
During the four sessions, Sara asked herself repeatedly: “Why did Ugo commit suicide? Whom was he hiding his 
troubles from?” and, through some hints the counsellor offered her, she finally began to pose questions to herself: 
“Whom am I trying to hide my difficulties from?”.  
Little by little, Sara started to disentangle the threads of her family history: “I’ve always been the ‘little one’ for 
my mother, the one she could not expect a lot from. Then I felt I had to show her that I was as competent as my 
older brothers and sisters: I worked hard at school, graduated with honours, entered university and found a part-time 
job in order to be totally self-sufficient. I could not allow myself to have faults: just wanted to prove I could make it 
on my own”.  
During consultation, it was possible to make Sara aware of her difficulties in integrating her virtues and 
drawbacks and to shed light on the accompanying feelings: the fear that admitting her difficulties could reset her 
resources and achievements to zero.  
On the last session, going back to her brother’s death, Sara commented: “Perhaps my brother killed himself as a 
way to escape from himself. At first I was so disappointed and enraged, because I felt left alone. Now, in a way, I 
feel grateful to him as he allowed me to reflect on a part of me: I too escape from troubles. I can’t admit I am lazy, I 
am ashamed in recognizing my difficulties at university and try to hide them lying to my parents. However, what 
happened to Ugo taught me that no one can escape from themselves”.  
As her rage against her brother progressively decreased, Sara began to discover other facets of him and herself. 
On the last session she commented: “Actually I am quite similar to Ugo in different ways, not only because I try to 
hide problems. I too, like him, am very caring and kind. All in all, I am not the rotten apple. Maybe I’ll never be able 
to magically get rid of my faults, but at least I can work on them, if I admit them first”.  
A follow-up interview was planned on the last session with her, in order to support her confidence in her 
capacities to go through that trying moment in her life, without feeling prematurely left alone by a parental figure 
she could share her feelings with. 
10. Conclusive Remarks 
One of the main reasons why an academic institution – whose aims are mainly educational – establishes within 
itself a counselling service, is first of all connected with providing support to students who are experiencing 
difficulties in their careers, in order to decrease dropout rates.
Offering a counselling service inside University helps contrasting students’ fears of abnormality, failure or 
insanity, reducing their feelings of isolation and self-exclusion. 
A counselling centre established in a university setting is somehow on the edge, having to provide feedback both 
to the institution itself, that is University, and to the final users of the service, that is students.  
The main aim of counselling is to support the maturational process of youth, which does not necessarily result in 
brilliant academic achievements, but most of the times in a chance to probe into the meaning of the impasse and the 
identification of possible alternative paths, which might be felt as more compatible with their personal aspirations 
and inclinations.  
In this sense, the possibility to look at the hurdles in a space of shared reflection - in which the pressure for high 
academic achievement is suspended – may promote reflection on unresolved developmental conflicts connected 
with the separation-individuation from internal parental figures and the reshaping of the Ideal Ego in line with a 
wider awareness of one’s own resources and limitations. 
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